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A Coune in Lutheran Theology
(C071ti11.ued)

'1'be lllbject of our first study in De Seno AT"bimo was the
lala Scripeuna.. The second deals with the aola gnitia. De Sen,o
Arbibio JI • powerful exposition of the fundamental truth that
we owe our salvation exclusively to the grace of God, in no wise
IDd in no degree to our own power and activity. ''The true scope
of De Sm,o AT"bimo ls to prove that man ls saved not by any
ablllty or efforts of his own but solely by grace. . . • Everything
la preaed Into aervlce to disprove and explode the assertion of
Erum111 that the human will 1s able and 'does work something
In matten pertaining to salvation' and to establish the monergism,
or IOle activity, of grace in man's conversion." (Concordia Triglotta, Hlat. Intr., p. 21L)14) Luther plainly indicates that as bis
lt) Cp. 'l'h. Bamack, Ll&thff• Theologte, p.180 ff.: "Eben dla blldet,
wle A ~ und Ziel Riner Schrift, 10 die durchpenglge Basia
denelbeii-er bebempft ruec:ksichtslos Ille
die schriftwldrige
Gegnera, und oberllaechUche Amlcht Rines grouen
well
Gotta fre1e Gnade
111111 am.ti Verdlenat schmaelert." W. Walther, LehTbuch. dff SvmbolUc,
~ "ID lliner Sc:brift De Sena AT"bitrio hatte Luther des Erasmus
Ulltmur, der Mensch babe noch den frelen Willen, al.ch elnlgermassen
dem Outen zuzuwenden, bekaempft und seine Glau'benlerfahrung, dua
'1111111' Hell allein von Gott und Riner Erwaehlung abbaenp, verfochten."
Do not mlsrud the book! "The De Sen,o ATbitrio was 11ot written to
atallH,1111 phUoaophiClll opinion or defend a . theololdcal speculation but
to prove that Goel'■ an,ce wu the sole power that elfected our salvation,
1iemua he wu firmly convinced that he could only be l1ll'O of the fact
of hi■ awn ndemptlon" (■alvatlon) "if God alone wa■ Its aourc:e, contlnlllDCe, 111d COIIIWnmation." (J.C.:Matte■, in Luth. ChuTCh. Qua=,
Oct., 111'1, p.414.) "Wenn a1ao die Schrift De Sena AT"bitrio die A
t
wrfo1at liaiette, d!e AlltoiTblmlceit Gottea m enodaen-wie noch heute
llllllme 'Lutberfoncher' lehren. so konnte llie ebenqut ~ b e n
bleibm. Wemoten■ pftegt llic:Ji Luther 10D1t nlcht bel Dlngen aufzu~ die aw:h der ratio feststehen. • • • An der Bearuendung :uc:hde■
G ~ naemJlch an der Ge,.oiaJwit des Hell■, lit Lutlier aber a
In dfaer Sduift vlel, wenn nlcht al1e■, gelepn. • • • Ueber allem, wu
van Recbtlmtlsun1, Venoebnung und Erloesung guqt wurde, ■tebt:
Sol& grda_• (W.Elert, JfOTph.ologie dea Ll&themima, I, p.108f.)
21
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chief theme: "Our salvation Ja apart from our own streqth 11111
counsel and dependa on the working of God alone (wb!ch I hope
I aball clear~ prove hereafter In the coune of tbla dmeualcm) ."
(P. 72;11) cp. p. 35.) The sinner's convenlon depends on the workIng of God alone. We do not effect it nor c:ontrlbuta an,thlna
towards it.18)
This, then, Ja the issue between Luther and Erasmus, between
the Lutherans and the aynerglata, ''whether our own will claa
anything in those things which pertain unto eternal salvatlon or
Ja only pualve under the work of grace?" (p.30). Erasmus mawen: "I comider free will in thJa light, that it is a power ID tbe
human will by which a man may apply btmself to thoa thlnp
which lead unto eternal salvation or turn away from the same."
(P. 122. - Diatribe, XVIII, 1612. 1755.)17) "Judas bad it ID Ida
power to change his own will." (P. 247.) "The human will ii•
aomethJng placed In a free medium; there Ja an endeavor which
can exert itself either way." (P. 309.) Erasmus insists tbat "there
are two causes of man's conversion, grace being the cbJef (priKeipalu) cause and our will the lesser (minu principczlisJ cause....
Both must be said: that God's grace works In us and tbat our
will and endeavor cooperate with God" (Diatribe, XVDI, 16'9).
Luther affirms, "dasa der freie Wille nichta aei"; that man of Ida
own will, mind, power, contributes nothing towards his convenlon;
that "it Ja not in the power of the human will to choose" (p. 7');
"that, when God is not present with us to work in us, everytblng
that we do is evil and that we of necessity do those things which
are of no avail unto salvation" (p. 72); "that the will cannot will
anything but evil" (p. 247); that man, before he is regenerated into

the new creation of the kingdom of the Spirit, does nothing and
endeavors nothing towards his new creation into that kingdom; •• •
but the Spirit alone effects both in us, regenerating us and preserving us'' (p. 318); and all this by grace: "Grace is therefore
~eeded and the assistance of grace is therefore given because 'free
will' can of itself do nothing'' (p. 320) .18) What saith Scripture?
15) 7'he Bondage oj tHe Will, Cole-Atherton tranalatlon.
18) The entire work of salvation, conversion, and juff/imdcm II
God'• work. We shall let Luther deal with the Semi-Pelagian~
denial of the aolcl 117'11tf4 in justification later on and confine ounelves for
the praent to the aolcl 117'11tf4 in conversion.
17) The reference■ in this fonn are to the St. Louis edition of Luther'■ worb.
18) De Servo At'bitrio, denying the Hbemm at"bitrium, does not
~ that man can exercise somewhat a free cholc:e in mundane matten.
It allowa man a 'free wlll' not in respect of those tblno which am
above him but in ~ only of those thinp which are below him. • • •
We know that man wu conatltuted lord over those thinp wblch am
beneath lwmelf, over which he hu a right and a free will, that tbeJ
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'Die body of De Sano AT'bitrio hi made up of three parts, each
deals with a aeries of Scripture-passages. "Ihe first part
.,..,..,,_ the pamg• adduced by Erasmus 1n the Diatribe. The
IICallll vindicates, ap1mt the strictures of the Diatribe, the proof
flam Scripture heretofore brought by Luther. In the third part,
__, "that the enemy is already dispatched by the one weapon
ar the other, I ahall be 81 brief 81 the subject will allow; and
flam IUCh numerous armies I shall produce only two champion
lmmls with a few of their legions-Paul and John the EvanpUst- (p. 324). Take time to study each one of these fifty and
more Blble-venes and study them in the order 1n which Luther
presenta them. l!'or the present we shall d1scua only a portion of
them. And we shall group what Luther says in connection with
them under four heads.
lint, Scripture tells those who imagine that "there is a power
ID the human will by which a man can apply himself to those
thinp which lead unto eternal salvation "that their mind and will
Is utterly corrupt, altogether impotent in the spiritual sphere,
capah]e only of evil and viciously active in it. Let those who find
pawn for good inhering in man study Gen. 8: 3, 5: "Man also is
fl which

ahould obey him and do :is be wills and thinks" (pp, 79. 378. - XVID,
1157). It cfon not deny that it lies in tho power of natural man to perfmn aame outward works of the Law. It "grants that 'free wlll' mn
by lta endeavor move itlclf in some direction unto good works or unto
die rtlhleoumea of the civil or moral law" (p. 348. Cp. Apology, Art. 18).
It does not deny that the will of the Christian, renewed in conversion,
.._. 111d performa the good. "We are not now comlderiDg what ,ae
can do In CCIOpel'lltion with God. • • • God does not work In us ,althout
that Be bu for this purpose created and ~ e d v,l'
~1 "that Be mlght operate in us and that we might cooperate
Rim: mu.a,
us Be preaches, shows mercy to the poor, and comfarta the allllctecL (P. 317
Nor, finally, does the term lffVUffl A1'bitrinl, °'bondage of the will, at all ~J>ly that the will of man acts by
~ agalnat its own will. "WW, whether divine or human, does
what It cloet, lie It good or evil, not by ~ compulslon, but by mere
wiDlntmea or desire, u it were, totally
free. • (P. 41.) "If the ,atU were
would be no longer ,alll.11 (P. 74.) The natural man indeed
CIIIDOt will anythlq but evil, but his "will ls led on and carried away
by 1111 own wllllngf no violence ls done to its will, because it is not ·
forced aplmt 1111 wlnn (p. 235). Just ask him! So a1so "the IIODI of God
do IOCICl with a free wW" (p.190), not under compul.lion, against their
wll[ Juat uk them! Natural man "ls a captive, llllave, and aervant to
tbe will of Satan" (p. 79); at the same time ''be dos not evil against
his will u ~ violence, but be dos l~ spontaneously and with a desirous
wDllnpew" (p. 72). So also the Chrlatlam "are led captives by the
SDirit- of GocL at Bia will, 10 that we cannot will anything but that
wlilch Be wills" (p. 74). At the same time their will is free: "When
Gad warb In ua, the will, being changed and sweetly breathed on by
tbe Spirit of God, dellres and acts, not from compulalon but r.ponsively,
fram P:,n ...UUngnea, inclination and accord. • • • "l'bls ls tbe royal
~.
(P. 73.) -In this c1lscusslon the g ~ : Hu man a free
wlDT means: Bu the 11nmr a part In effecUDg his c:onvenlcm, his

W

f.t

lorcecf,U

lllfttlanT
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8eah. • • • Every Imagination of the thoughts of bu heart W8I cm1r
evil continually," and he must c:onclude with Luther: "'Since mm
are 'flesh.' they can savor of nothing but flesh; so far Is lt &am
posatbll11¥ that 'free will' should do anything but lln.". .. And
"He does not say that man Is Intent or prone to evil but tbat
evil altogether, and nothing but evil, Is thought or tm•sfned bJ
man throughout his whole life." (Pp. 277. 279.) How much 'fne
will,' how much good, does Rom. 3:8 leave man? "Be wbo
describa them all as being 'under sin' leava them no degree ol
good whatever." (P. 332.) And how can they strive after the good,
get ready to submit- to the Spfrlt of God, who Jcno,a notl&tq of
these things? "God Teveczb the righteousness of faith to them
(Rom.1:17) as being ignorant and sitting in darkness; therefore
of themselves they know it not. • • • Nor can they extricate themRives therefrom nor endeavor to extricate themselves; for how
can you endeavor if you know neither what you are to endeavor
nor in what way nor to what extent you are to endeavor?" (P. 328.)
"How should 'free will' discover Him [Christ] when it Is itself
dark and devoid even of the light of the Law, which might discover to it its disease, which disease in its own light it seeth not.
but believeth it to be sound health, Rom. 3: 20?" (P. 345.) On
Rom. 3: 18 f: "Such ever has been, and still is, the hardness and
insensible obstinacy of our hearts, thnt we never should of ourselves hear or feel the force of these thunder-clops or thwider-bolll
but should, even while they were sounding in our ears, exalt and
and establiah 'free will' with all its powers, in defianee of them."
(P. 338.) Moreover, "here [Rom. 8: 5 ff] let the ndvoente for 'free
will' answer me: How can that endeavor toward good 'which la
death' and 'which is enmi.ty aga.iMt God'?" (p. 364). Finally, thla
enmi1¥ is ever stimulated and absolutely controlled bv Sata1L.
"Satan is the prinee of the world and rules in the wills and minds
of those men who are his captives and servants. Shall that roaring lion, that implacable and ever restless enemy of the grace of
God and the salvation of man, suffer it to be that man, bis slave
and a part of his kingdom, should attempt good by any motion ID
any degree, whereby he might escape from his tyranny, and that
he should not rather spur and urge him on to will and do the contrary to graee with all his powers?" (P. 308.) Erasmus and the
synersfsta ac:tually teach that men, who are under the amolute
domination of Satan, are able to engage in good and noble endeavors. Satan laughs at such madness.
This impotency and viciousness applies to the whole of man.
Rom. 3: 10-23 is clear and emphatic on this point. ''What LI it to
be 'gone out of the way' and to 'have beeome unprofitable' but for
men to have no power in one alngle facul1¥, and the least power
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.. their - - noble faculties. to tum unto good, but cml7 to tum
11111D nil!" (P. 385.) A.pin, if man is not corrupt in every
famlw, •Jolm OUlht not to ay (John 3: 18) of the whole ffl411
11m he 1, candenmerJ already but to speak thus: Man accord1ng
to his 'sn-r dec:tlcms' Is ccmdernn"!Cl already; but accord1ng to
1W which II bat and 'most excellent' he is not condemned, be.._ that endeavors after faith." And Luther adds: "Hence.
wlme the Scripture so often saith 1All men are liars,' we must
IIPlll the authority of '&ee will' say, The Scripture rather lies."
(P.ffl.)-Erumus offers to bargain with Luther. He will be
atWled If Luther will let 1-&ee will" play any part, the least part,
In the matter of salvation. "Erasmus would recommend to me
tliat we lhou1d pant IOffle cenain little to •free wlll.' " (P. 321. Dfltribe, xvm, 1660.) Luther will grant nothing, "not any particle ar power of '&ee will' " (p. 372), "nlcht eln Teilcben oder
hpndeme Kraft des freien 'Willena"
1952), "nicht irgend• Pu.,k]eln oder
Meltlein
vom freien Willen" (J. Jonds translatkm, WaJch, xvm, 2460). - "The natural man is not able to do
aytblq towarda his conversion, either wholly or half or in any,
even the least or moat inconsiderable, part." (Form. of Cone.,

cxvm.

frigl., p.885.)

'l'hla utter lack of 'free will' is found in all natural men.
Scripture puts all classes of men into one class. Every single one
of them ii spiritually impotent. "They are all under sin," Rom. 3: 9,
and "he who says 1all' excepts none. . . . 'There is none that doeth
pod,' not even one of them." (P. 332 f.) ''If there were any in
the world who by the powers of 'free will' endeavored so as to
attain unto good, John (in John 1: 10) certainly ought in reverence
for these penons to have softened down the term, lest by a word
al IUCh general application" (world) ''he should involve them in
all theme evils of which he condemns the world." (P. 368.) Luther
c:alJs Bmn.1:18 to the attention of Erasmus and asks: ''Were there
no men out of these two most exalted nations (Jews and Greeks)
who 1uplred to what was meritoriously good'? Were there none
among men who thus aspired · with all the powers of their 'free
will'? Yet Paul makes no distinction on this account; he includes
them all under wrath and declares them all to be ungodly and
unrighteous." (P. 327.) "This also is no powerless thunderbolt
where the apostle says: 'All have sinned and are without the glory
of God; for there is no difference,' Rom. 3: 23. What, I pray you,
eou1d be spoken more clearly? Produce one of your 'free will'
workmen and uy to me, Does this man sin in this his endeavor?
If be does not sin, why does Paul not except him? . . • If therefaze you except any man, for any kind of devoted desire or work,
JOU make Paul a liar." And Luther is willing to put this to the
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test of experience. "Put the question to all the aerclaen of 'fne
will' to a man, and see if you can show me one who can MIIUtlJ
and from his heart say of any one of his devoted efforts and endeavon, '1'hfa pleases God." (P. 350 f.) And still the synerpta
up to thla day are dividing mankind Into two c1usell. cme of
which la made of better stuff than the other and la able to overcome the resistance of the flesh to grace, able in
way or
other to employ their natural powers to make the right use of the
grace offered them, able to "apply themselves to those tblnp
which lead unto etemal salvation."
•
But some of the modern synergiats here plead. There comes.
in some unaccountable way, a season and day when the Holy
Spirit flnm the natural mind of man somewhat more PCCeSSlbJe to
grace; or, There are regions In the soul of man, where man finds
some ability to exercise self-determination, efforbl and endeavon
towards the good. No, no, says Luther. He declares: "He that
saith 'all' (Rom. 3:23) excepts no one in any place, at any time,
In any work or endeavor" (p. 350), and on the authority of
John 3: 31: "If there were any power in man which at any time,
in any place, or by any work did not aavor of the earth, the Baptfat ought to have excepted this person and not to have said In a
general way concerning all those who are out of Christ that they
are of the earth and speak of the earth" (p. 379).
A final point made by Luther In this connection should be
stressed. Erasmus teaches that " 'free will' is a power In the
human will by which a man may apply himself to those tbinp
which lead unto eternal salvation or turn away from the same.•
That puts man into a neutral condition. "You who make it out
that the human will is a something placed in a free medium and
left to itself, certainly make it out at the same time that there is
an endeavor which can exert itself either way." (P. 309.) But,
says Luther, the human will is not left to itself. The will of the
unconverted "is the captive of Satan." Satan does not permit bis
captives to remain neutral. At no time is the flesh, the natural
mind and will, neutral. It is at all times, In every condition, on
the side of Satan. It never engages in neutrality talk. It is always
loyal "to the prince of the world" (p. 308). Apply this to the
modem form of synergism. according to which natural man is
indeed originally at warfare with God, but somehow or other
IOIDe are put Into a neutral state, occupy a atatu mediu, by
virtue of which these neutnwl "can apply themselves to those
thinp which lead unto eternal salvation or turn away &om the
aame." No, says Luther. No, says Scripture. Before conversion
all men are entirely flesh, opposed to God with every fiber of

some

https://scholar.csl.edu/ctm/vol9/iss1/31

6

Engelder: A Course in Lutheran Theology
A

eom.. ID LutlmaD 'Dlllo1ou

817

IWr 1111111. capah]e 0Dq of resiatinl snce, at DO time, in DO
crifflcm, Dtat:nl.11)
Bo what la left of "free will"? Nothing but the name. In 1518
Luther bad declared: "LibffKm C1T'bitri1&m poat pec:c:G&um TH est
u IOLO mm.o, et dum fa.cit, quad m •• est, pecc:at moTtcditeT."'
(13th Beldelberg Proposition. XVIII, 38.) The Diatribe ta much
eurclled aver thla statement. (XVnI, 1630.) The fathers of
Trent went Into a paroxysm over it: ''If any one saith that, since
Adam'• llln, the free will of man is loat and extlnguiahed or that
It 111 a thing with only a name, yea a name without reality, a figment, In fine, Introduced into the church by Satan, let him be
IDlthema." (Sea. VI, Can. XX.) And the aynerglsta denounce it
• atravapnt language. But Luther will not change bis language.
'1'he peeaps quoted c:cmstrain him to say again and again: II 'Free
will' la a mere empty term, whose reality ta lost." (Pp. 139. 92. 94.)
"l'liae words [Rom. 3: 20] bring that miserable thing 'free will'
lollOtbmg-notbing at all." (P.347.) ''Why do we so tenaciously
bold an empty word, to the peril and mockery of the believing
people? ••• Thia abuse of language does not befit theologians but
aaly atage..playera and public infonners." (P. 78 f. - Himiones et
quculruplatcwea; xvm, 1722: "Komoedia:nten und BetTuer,er';
&!hnmacher'a translation: "E,-zschelme und Gaukler.")
How can theologians who accept the passages quoted as God's
truth become or remain synergists? It is a mystery- a mystery
of Iniquity. "I must confess I am more than astonished that,
when Paul ao often usea those universally applying words 'all,'
'raJe,' 'There is none that doeth good; no, not one,' . . . I am
more than utonlshed, I say, how it is that words and sentences,
eontrary and contradictory to these universally applying words
and sentences, have gained so much ground, which say: There
ii aamethlng In man which is good and which endeavors after
pod." (P. 381£.)

In the second place, it is grace alone that saves, converts the
linner. "Our salvation is apart from our own strength and counsel
and depends on the working of God alone, which I hope I shall
clearly prove hereafter in the course of this discussion." (P. 72.)
Luther clearly proves (1) that the sinner needs God's grace. Toward, the concluaion of his treatise he states: ''For grace is there19) I>ilc:usalna the matter psychologically. Luther says it would be
•• certain 1ogica1 subtlety" to say that "in the will of man there ls a certain wiUfwo, wblch cannot indeed will good without srac:e, but whic&
~ being without grace, does not immediately will nothm8
bat evil, but Is a aort of men abstnicted 10ilHnp, vertible, u ~ unc:alto
pod by irrace and downwards unto evil by sin.' That ls a psycholold
lmpaalblllty. "That desire and endeavor cannot be a mere talllingi
far dalre must strive and attempt something (1111 good perhaps) ana
cannot 10 forth into nothing nor be absolutely inactive." (P.137.)
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fore needed, and the uutance of arace ia therefore given, becS1a
'free will' can of itself do nothing." (P. 320.) He bad just qualell
John 3:27: "A man can receive nothing except it were slftll him
from heaven." And before that, having quoted Rom. 3: 9: -X,..,
are all under sin," he bad pointed out that "Paul's whole destp
is to make grace necessary to all men" (p. 338).
Scripture clearly teaches (2) that the sinner needs Goel'■
onzce. Here, Rom. 9: 30 f., ''is a most clear testimony of Paul,
proving that grace is given freely to the most undeserving ud
unworthy and is not attained unto by any devoted efforts, endeavors, or works, either small or great, of any men, be they tbe
be■t and most meritorious" (p. 387). "God crowns the undeserving." (P. 288.) What does Rom. 9:13 teach? "'It stands mantf-t
that God called Jacob before he wu born, because He loved him,
but that He was not first loved by Jacob nor moved to love him
from any merit In him." (P. 258.) What does Is. 40:2 teach:
"She hath received of the Lord's hand double for all her ■lm"T
Erasmus says: "'It does not follow from this passage that man
cannot by works morally good prepare himself for the favor of
God." (P. 284.) Luther says: "My Isaiah stands victor over
"free will' and clearly shows that grace is given not to the endeavors of 'free will' but to sins and demerits." (P. 284.) And
that applies not only in the matter of justification but also ln the
matter of conversion. Some present-day synergists hold that
there are ·strivings and stirrings In some men which do not indeed
merit the grace of conversion but prepare the way for it. Luther
uks these men to study Rom. 10: 24: "I wu found of them that
■ought me not." That is to say: "It wu given them to hear and
know Christ, when before they could not even think of Him,
much lea seek Him or prepare themselves for Hlm by the power
of "free wlll.' From this example it is suJJiciently evident that
grace comes so free that no thought conceming it ar attempt or
duin Cl~ff it precede&" (P. 388.)
And (3) Scripture teaches that grace doe• evcni,thing in conversion. It teaches it in all those passages which declare that the
sinner can do nothing towards converting himself or towards
preparing himself for conversion. And it teaches it in all those
pauages whlch make the Holy Ghost the sole Author of conversion. "'Man, before he is regenerated Into the new creation of
the kingdom of the Spirit, does nothing and endeavors nothlnl
toward■ hia new creation Into that kingdom; . . • but the Spirit
alone effects both In us, regenerating us, and preserving us when
:regenerated, without ourselves, as James saith: •of His own will
begot He us with the Word of Truth,' Ju.1: 18." (P. 318.) Tum
apin to John 15:5 and learn that ""free will' is a captive of
Satan, whlch cannot be liberated unless the devil fint be cut out
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II, tbe lnpr of God" (p.309). Ask Jacob and ev,rry other child
of Goel to what they attribute their deliverance from their former
"'1 lltate. •Jacob attained unto that unto which Eaau attained
llllt 1111eJr by the grace 'of Him that calleth,' Rom. 9: 11." (P. 253.)
Bat JOU must read all the passages brought forward by Luther
ID this cmmectlon. When you find your synerglstlc flesh clamor1111 for • heuin& you must study "De Sen,o AT"bitrlo, where
Luther praenta from every point of view and magnifies in every
Wll,J the power of the grace of God, the work of the Holy Ghost, who
'l:li.a&ea' the evil, wicked will of man, 'turns' and 'renews' it"
(Wre 11. Welln, 28, p. 388). May it be "given us to understand
balh trutba: that we can do nothing of ourselves and next, if we
tlo aytblng. God works that in us" (p.186) .IIDl
•Aa many places u there are in the Holy Scriptures'' ("and
what la more than half of the Holy Scriptures but mere promises
al pace, by which mercy, life, peace, and salvation are extended
fram God unto men," p.168) which make mention of assistance,
IO many are. there which abolish 'free will.' • . . Grace is therefen neeclecl because 'free will' can of itself do nothing." (P. 320.)
"Du nennt Luther seine 'gute, starke, feste, gewlsse Falge, wenn
lch ase: Die Schrift preiset allein Gottes Gnade, darum ist der
''&ele Wille" nlchta'; darum verleugnen die Schuetzer des freien
Willem Christum." (Th. Harnack, op. cit., p. 181. See St. L.,
XVIII, 1911. 1952.) -And the voice of the Pelagian and synerglst II ltlll heard in the Christian land!
In the third place, a further conclusive refutation of Erasmus's
arguments for "free will" is provided by these very arguments
themselves. Erasmus, too, quotes a lot of Scripture and most of
the Scripture which he quotes consists of imperative and conditicmal statements. And this is his chief argument: Since God
mmmimh men to do good, to turn unto Him, it must lie in the
power of man to effect his conversion, at least in part. He quotes
la.21:12: "Return, come," and asks triumphantly: "Of what use
la the appeal that they should turn and come to Him if they are
absolutely not their own masters?" (Diatribe, xvm, 1621.) He
quotes F.c:clua. 15: 15-18 ("If thou wilt keep My commandments, ••• "); h.1: 19 (''If ye be willing and obedient, . . . ") i

•

211) Bow pac:e eflec:ts the sinner'■ conversion la •t forth in these
wards: "'1'hGllt who, feeling their aim, are dlatreaed and exercised with
dearatlon are ralaed ui, ~ the word of im,mlae." (P.169 f.) "'l'be
dc:liea of the Jdnsdcm of God are afferecl to die world by the Goapel. • • •
la nothhur ebe than the word by which are offered unto ua
tbe
t, pace. and the remission of Bina obtained for ua by Chrlat

=-

and ;ii entirely free." (Pp.187.199.) Hearing "the Gospel
!'lb. the . . t a t conaolation to miserable ■inner■: 'I have no pleuure

In the death of the wlc:kecl; • • • tum Yf!' (E:zek. 33: 11) ," the ~ r , "bl.a
will belq cbanpd and aweetly breathed on by the Sphit of - . turna
to .Jena and njolcea in the grace of God (pp. 73.167).

Published by Scholarly Resources from Concordia Seminary, 1938

9

Concordia Theological Monthly, Vol. 9 [1938], Art. 31
880

A CoarN In Lutbmma , . , . , .

ls.52:1 ("Awake, awake"); :Mal.3:7 ("'Return unto llle"); -..Jm
you a new heart''; '"Believe In Christ," and concludes: "If what
b cornmand,ed be not In the power of every one, all the numberl,a
exhortations In the Scripturea, and aJao all the promlsell, thnateninp, expostulations, reproofs, useveratlom, bened1ctloaa ml
maledictiom, together with all the fOl'IDII of pncep1II, IDUlt of
necealty stand coldly useless." (Pp. 174. 206.) Erasmus ii sure
of hfa cue. He has found many such pusages, "a countless nmnber." He tried to count them and found '"that there are more
than 600 such passages In Holy Scripture" (XVIII, 1640). But "If
we can do nothing, to what purpose are so many laws, so many
precepts, so many threateninp, and so many
(p.MS).
When Erasmus "concludes: Man can do those things; otherwise the precepts are given in vain, tlws reply must be made:
Madam 'Diatribe, you make a bad Inference. • . • Does it follow
also from 'Love the Lord, thy God, with all thy heart' -therefoze
thou art nble to love with all thine heart?" (pp.156.162). Luther
denies that the command presupposes and proves the ability to
do it. And logic is on the side of Luther. A praec:epto ad J>OIN
non valet couequentia. The same applies to conditiODPl statements. Luther puts it this way: "If Caesar shall conquer the
Turks, he shall gain the kingdom of Syria; therefore Caesar c:an
conquer, and does conquer, the Turks." (P. 189.) Erasmus can
prove his case with those 600 texts only by "tenc:hing us, by a
new kind of grammar, that ought to be is the same as having 1>1111"
(p. 167); that ''what is spoken imperatively and what is spoken
indicatively, is the same thing'' (p. 207). And ''the Diatribe Is
so drowned, suffocated in, and corrupted with that sense of the
cnrnal interpretation 'that impossibilities are commanded in vain'
that it has no power over itself, but as soon ns it hems an imperative or conditional word, it immediately tacks to it its indicative
conclusions: A certain thing is commanded; therefore we are able
to do it, or the command is ridiculous" (p. 272.-:-XVUI, 1872).211
Furthermore, Erasmus's argument would prove too much, and
whoever does that has lost his case. Erasmus combats the opinion
of the Pelaglan claim that conversion in its entirety is the work
of man. But if the logic and grnmmar of Erasmus is correct, the
command to believe proves not that man can nsslst in his c:onver21) Walther, Leno and Goapel, p. 262: ''The mere issuing of aucb
demands" ("Do thi8, and thou abalt live"; "Awake") "does not prove
that man can comply with them. An old and true maxim rum thm:
A debito cul poue t1011 valet c:onnquenffa (No valid conclusion can be
drawn from an obllption to the ability to do it). When a c:redltor
demands payment that don not prove that the debtor can pay." Lemld
on 2 Cor. 5: 20: "The ayneraistic rouonlng .Is fallacious that, since Goel
teU. men to be reconciled, men must have the ability to o'twy."
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• hat that be can elreet the whole of it. "If the c:oncluslcm of
0. .Dfdribe atand good, the Pelaglan• bave evidently established
tbelrpalnt. ••• In what degree soever, therefore, you speak against
lhli
who f:rom this passage" (and any one of the 600)
-..a. the whole to 'free will,' in the same degree, and with
much more determination, shall we speak against that certain small
rmmant desire of your 'free will.'. . . If that conclusion of yours
be admitted, lt will make for the Pelagi■n11 against all the others;
111d, consequently, it makes against the Diatribe; which in this

Jle....,e.,

,-.P ls

atabbed by its own sword.''

(P. 149 f.)

Let us glance

at ane more passage u interpreted by Erumian logic and grammar, the first passage he quotes from the New Testament, Matt.

21:37--a. "It marches forth in front, as it were the Achilles of
thae Sia" Erasmus argues that, if there are no powers of free
will ID the men of Jerusalem, the reproach ''Ye would not'' would
be out of place. "Might not Jerusalem here have justly said in
reply to the Lord, Why dost Thou weary Thyself with useless

tan?" Luther replies: "That passage of Matthew either forcibly
prove■ 'free will' altogether · or make• with eqUDl force against
the Diatribe itself and strikes it prostrate with its own weapon.''
(P.179f.)
Finally, u to the argument of Erasmus that, if there were DO
spiritual power in man, these imperatives would be "ridiculous"
and "out of place," Luther shows that these commands, invitations,
IDll exhortations serve a good, necessary, and saving purpose.
We have here, first, legal admonitions - ''Keep the commandment&." These are addressed to men "that it may plainly appear
to them how unable they are to do it. . . . Human reason
thinb that a man is mocked by a command impossible; whereas
I IIY that the man by this means is admonished and roused to see
bis own impotency'' (pp.145.153). We have, next, the evangelical
invitations and exhortations. Imperatives are employed ''that by
them not only the impotency of 'free will' is shown, by which DO
GIie of those th1np can be done; but it is also signified that a
time will come when all those things shall be done, but by a
power not our own, that is, by the divine power" (p: 185). Erasmus knows nothing of the nature and power of these evnngellcal
invitations. "Our friend Diatribe makes no distinction whatever
between the voice of the Law and the voice· of the Gospel"
(P.182.) The Gospel commands make no demand on us whatever, but offer the gifts of salvation, console and lift ·up the
despairmg sinner and thereby create the faith called for. ''The
wmd 'tum' in the evangelical sense is the voice of the divine
c:omolatlon and promise by which nothing is demanded of us but
in which the grace of God is offered unto us. . . . And that of
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Christ (Matt. 11: 28) 'Coma t&nto Me, all ye that labor,' et.c., II tbe
Gospel voice and the sweetest consolation to mlaerab1e slnDen. ...
By this, as the word of offered grace, the bruised and allllcted an
unto consolation. • . • He is raising up and comfoztlng the
sinner ]ylng under this afBictlon and desperation." (P.182 ff.)
And receiving this comfort means to believe. Offering the cam.fort is creating fai~. When God bids a man to believe on the
Lord Jesus, He is not making sport of the impotent sinner, but
now ''the time has come when all those things aball be done, but
by a power not our own, that is by the divine power'' inherent bl
the Gospel call.22> Finall,y we have the admonitions addreaed to
the converted, ''by which they are animated, comforted, and
raised up to go forward, to persevere, and to conquer' (p.192),
by wliich "Paul exhorts Chrimans to the fruits of faith" (p. 201).No; these admonitions and cornrnantfs-of whatever claa-are
not futile words. But they would be futile, of no use whatever,
and altogether ridiculous if men were expected to follow them
by their own natural power.
·
Thia argument of Erasmus, that the imperative and conditional
statements in the Bible prove the ability of man, the power of
'free will,' - illogical and antiscriptural as it is, - exercises a
strong fascination on men. Theologians of all times and of every
description, Catholic and Protestant, have come under its sway.IS>
Irenaeus operated with it. ''If it were not in our power to do or
not to do these things, what reason had the apostles and much
more the Lord Himself to give us counsel to do some things and
to abstain from others?" (Ag11inat Heresies, IV, chap. 37, t.)
It is an axiom in Catholic theology: "God commands not impossibilities." (Canons cznc:l DeCTeea of Tnmt, Sess. VI, chap.XL)
It is, says Kromayer, the "cz1"gt&mentum primum et pcilmaril&m
Pontificiarum" that, if man could not cooperate towards bis conversion, there would be no sense in God's calling upon him to
repent. (See Hoenecke, Ev.-Luth. Dogmatilc, m, p. 286.) And
the synergists within the Lutheran Church unhesitatingly adopt
22) "Walther points out that the words 'Repent ye and be CDDverted' or 'Believe on the Lord Jesu,' addreaed to men who are dad
in lllna, are like the words of Christ spoken to dead Lazarus: 'Luarul,
come forth.' that ia, that thnn&gh the• 10onb conversion, faith, life, 11
procluead. 'Deswegen kann ein Mensch auf dleae Worte alch bekehren,
well Dm Gott mlt dleaen Wort.en bekehrt.'" (Lehn u. Wehn, 38, p.315f.)
Cp. Pieper, Chrinliche DogmatUc, D, 565 f., on admonitlcma legala and
admonfflcmn eva,agelic:ae.
23) 'l'be philosophers are no better. Kant hlmae1f la a victim. "DJe
blaherfgen A ~ e n Luthen zelgen, dua er fuer Kanta (des
"Pblloaophen des Prote.rtantlamua') 'Du kanmt, denn du ao1lat' llk:ber bin
Ventaendnla gehabt baette.• (Zickendraht, Dff Streie z,,oiaehea .l'Tu,au
und Luth.,-, p. 90.)
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... wlcbd theoJog and faulty Josic of Erumus. Latermmm
..__ ID the llplrit ad with the uauruu:e of Erumus: •st con. , . 1lndllfa II pcme Dei tc&ntum pendct, omnu ~

'fn,&atnme,...

al couenfoum fore
(Baler, DI, p.223.) In our
claya. to mention a few typ1cal examples, Lutbudt bas said:
"DJe Scbrlft bezetclmet die Bekebruna tells ala eln Werk der
Gaade, tetJa ala e1ne Lelatung des Menschen. . . • Busse und
Glauhe wlrd vom llrfnaclum gefordert ala seine Leutung: 1,1&"Ecno1t,:a
Ill aaom1na - auf allen Stufen der Hellageschlchte. Der Forderung der Buae soll und kann der Berufene alabald nachkammm.11 (Lutbudt-Jelke, Komp. d. Dog., p. 384.) It does not
IDier the mind of Lutbardt that some people might not see the
bee of the argument that, since God calls upon man to believe,
ma muat be able to achieve his conversion, at least in part.
Dr. W. Laible follows the same line of thought. He quotes Eph.
C:23: "Be renewed In the spirit of your mlnd,11 and says: "Mit
diam Gebot ,agt Gott zum ersten, daa der Mensch alch emeuem
bma. Er wuerde es Dicht sagen, wenn ea nicht moeglich waere."
(AD,. h-Lutla. Kh'chenz., Sept. 30, 1932.) To quote one American
repmentatlve of this school of loose thinking, Dr. L Keyser taught
In ~C'&ioa cmd Conv81"aion, (1914) 1 p. 44: "Christ began to preach
to unregenerate men by saying, 'Repent ye and believe the Gospel."
Why c:on1m11nd them to do what they were utterly unable to
do! . . • Why bid a man believe when he couldn't?'" It is a deplorable llltuatlon. Dr. Stoeckhardt describes it thus: "The truth
that faith and conversion is demandecl 11ncl 1"equirecl does not permit the deduction 'that the performance lies in the will of man,
wblch put, the offered power to the right use." In the Luthenin
Cl1&1'dl thi, belong, to the n&climentci cloctrinae. Modem theology,
bcnnver, bu completely lost sight of it." (Leh,.. u. Wehn, 32,
P. 219. See also 43, 130 ff.) The course· in Lutheran theology given
In De Srrvo AT"bitrio is much needed today. Luther tells these
modern Lutherans: "Heap together out of the large concordances
all the imperative words into one chaos, •.. and I will immediately
dec:lue that by them is always shown what men ought to clo, not
what they can do.••• Thus it comes to pass that you theologians
are 10 aenselea and so many degrees below even schoolboys that,
when YoU have caught hold of one imperative verb, you infer an
indicative aense, as though what was commanded were immediately, and even necessarily, done or possible to be done.'"
(P.155.-XVDI, 1781.)
Nor do the other arguments and "Scripture-proofs'" of Erasmus
help the cue of "free will."' The desperation which inspired them
proves that the case is hopeless. For instance, how does he treat
John 15:5: "Without Me ye can do nothing''? "This passage,"

Published by Scholarly Resources from Concordia Seminary, 1938

13

Concordia Theological Monthly, Vol. 9 [1938], Art. 31
A CourN In Lutheran

'l'JaeoJoo

aays the Diatribe (XVlll, 1846), "Luther comlden his AchWeen
sword and Invincible weapon." Luther: "I will just look ·OD and
see by what force the full-mouthed and heroic DIA&ribe will c:cmquer my Achilles." (P. 305.) And how does Erasmus tr., to
render the force of this blow harmless? It Js a simple matter:
"-Without Me ye can do nothing,' that is, pef'fectlv." (P. 306.)
Luther of course answers that "nothing'' means "nothing'': ''I stand
by the natural and grammatical signification of the term, lauahinl
both at your armies and at your triumphs." And be makes the
additional point that, if "nothing'' only means "nothing perfect,"
it does mean 1101Detbing good, albeit imperfect, and then "we may
preach that the ungodly, who are without Christ, can, while Satan
reigns in them and wan against Christ, produce some of the fruitl
of life, that is, that the enemies of ChrJst may do something for
the glory of ChrJst" (p. 306).
Another sample: "The passage Rom. 9: 11 f: 'Jacob have
I loved. . . • Not of works, but of Him that calleth,' the Diatribe
evades by saying 'that it does not properly pertain to the nlwticm
of man.'" (P. 251. Diatribe, XVIII, 1636.) Luther answen, first,
that, whether these words pertain to salvation or not, the question
is here whether merit comes into consideration, and ''Paul proves
that Jacob attained unto that unto which Esau attained not solely
by the grace of 'Him that calleth.'" Secondly, "it is not only the
external rule of servitude which is there spoken of but all that
pertains to the Spirit of God; that is, the blessing, the Word, the
Spirit, the promise, of Christ, and the everlasting kingdom. And
thJs the Scripture more fully confirms afterwards, where it describes Jacob as being blessed and receiving the promises and
the Kingdom. But it is wearisome to contend with these depraved attempts to pervert and evade the Scripture." (P. 254.)
Erasmus even tries this: "Nothing" in John 15: 5 cannot mean
absolutely "nothing,'' because that would mean "that 'free will'
cannot even sin without Christ, whereas Luther, nevertheless, says
'that "free will" ean do nothing but sin' " (p. 314. - Diatribe,
XVIII, 1646). No comment.
One more Erasmian argument: ''It is not to be believed that
God would overlook an error in His Church for so many ages"
(p. 96), meaning that the doctrine de libeTO aTbitrio cannot be an
error, since lt bas been taught by so many Fathers for so long
a time. Luther answers, among other things, that " 'these men of
renowned talent' have been thus blind to the praise and glory of
'free will,' " in order that that highly boasted of 'power by which •
a man Js able to apply bilmelf unto those things that pertain unto
eternal salvation' might be eminently displayed, that very exalted
power which neither sees those things which it sees nor hears
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. _ t1dnp which lt beam, and much lea undentands and seeks
lfts t1mn• (p.114).IQ
'1'liat la the best Eraamus can do for synersJam. It leaves
Qmrllma in bad abape. But do not blame Erasmus too much.
'Dut cue of "free will" is so bad that no advocate can save it.
In tbe fourth place, Luther, drawing the hideous picture of
"fne will," adds a few more strokes, which bring out in slill
llraap:r relief the utter incapacity of the natural will of man
for sood and ita unllmited capacity for evil. It is found, according
to Rom. 3: 9, not only in the worst of men but also, in the same
desree. ill the but of mm. Among those who are ''under sin"
"time must also be numbered who are the best and most laudable,
who aspire after that which is meritorious and good with all the
powm of 'free will' " (p. 334). Again, " 'free will' is then the
want when it is the best; and the man it ende111.1ora, the 100Tse
ft lltconau, and the worse it is. The words [Rom. 1: 21] are plain;
the divillon la certain; nothing can be said against it'' (p. 332).
Worse atU1, the closer God draws to the sinner, the more virulent
111d ml]lgn•nt the enmity of "free will" grows. Luther had pointed
out that men "cannot endeavor to extricate themselves; for how
can YoU endeavor if you know not what you are to endeavor after?"
(p.328). But what results when God endeavors to show them
what is needful? What results when God reveals the L1110 unto
them? "Being blinded and hardened by the flesh, they only become the worse the more they are judged." (P. 277.) And what
results when the Gospel is preached to them? "It is confirmed
even by this very scripture [Rom. 9: 17 f.] . . . that an evil will
could will nothing but evil and that, as the good which it hated
WU presented to it, it could not but wax worse and worse."
(P. 229.) "Look at the Jews, instructed by so many wonders and
., many successive prophets. What did they think of this way
of righteousness? They not only did not receive it, but so hated
lt that no nation under heaven has more atrociously persecuted
Christ unto this day (1 Cor.1: 23; Rom. 1: 18) ." (P. 329.) "Is this
[Rom. 9:30 f.] not plainly saying that the endeavor of 'free will'
is all in vain, even when it strives to do the best, and that 'free will'
of Half can only fall back and grow worse and worse?" (P. 366.)•>
K) Pieper: "Despite the fact that aynergiam la the product of
n,.tlontJfsm •be syneJ'llsUc arguments
ag
ainst the aolci gratla are nothing
but pualoaisms, glaring offenses against logic, u we found when we
rnlned tbe various objections to monerglsm. • • • What effect will
• CCNrN in IYDffllstic theology have on the youthful students? Since
thea objectlorui operate with paralogisml, such a courae la a systematic
trsbdng in Woipcalness." (ChmtL.Dogm.,
. 597.) D, SIM
p.,. ecmtn&, if
yaa need a coune in logic, study De Servo A t'bitrio.
25) Cp. Proc:ndi1111•, Nomfl. Dist., 1888, p.13.
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And, finally, if the flesh m. the CAridiat1 cannot endeavor after
good but strives only after evil, how dare the synerpt sr, that
there may be spiritual stlrriDp In the unconverted! "I omit to
bring forward that truly Acb11Jean ICripture of mine, which tbe
Diatribe proudly passes by untouched,-1 mean that which Paul
teaches Rom. 7 and Gal. 5, that there fs In the saints and ID tbe
godly so powerful a warfare between the splrit and the flesh that
they cannot do what they would. From th1a warfare I argue thus:
If the nature of man be so evil even In those who ue born again
of the Splrlt that it does not . only not endeavor after good but la
even averse to, and militates against, good, how should it endeavor after good In those who are not born again of the Splrit
and who are still in the 'old man' and serve under Satan?•
(P. 383. - XVDI, 1961.)
J>elagianfsm and synergism stand condemned at the bar of
Scripture. ''If our subject of dfscusslon is to be decided by the
judgment of Scripture, the victory in every respect is mine; for
there fs not one jot or tittle of the Scripture remafnlng which cloes
not condemn the doctrine of 'free will' altogether." (P. 382.)
There fs not a single passage in Scripture behind which synergism may hide. And there are thousands of passages wbfcb forbid Erumus to open his mouth In the Christian Church. In fact,
all Scripture does that. It fs not a Lutheran hyperbole to 1111.Y:
"The whole Scripture, in every letter and fota, stands on my side."
(P. 324.) All Scripture is either Law or Gospel. And the Law,
chuging man with utter corruption, proclaims that "free wW"
can do nothing, and the Gospel publlahes the sweet message that
grace does everything.
How fs it possible that in the face of this clear teaching of
Scripture the Pelagian-synergistic heresy has found so many advocates among the theologians? Luther is amazed at this state
of affaln. "I must confess I am more than astonished that, when
Paul so often uses those universally applying words 'all,' 'there la
none that doeth good; no, not one'•.•, so that, if any one wisbecl
to speak otherwise so as to be more intelligible, he could not
speak In words more clear and more plain - I am more than
astonished, I say, how it is that words and sentences contrary and
contradictory to these universally applying words and sentences
have pined so much ground, which say there is something In
man whlcli fs good and which endeavors after good, as though
that man, whoever he be, who endeavors after good, were not
comprehended In this one word 'all' or 'none' or 'not.'" (P. 381.xvm, 19«.) And as Luther goes on to study the baneful nature
and effect of th1a heresy, his amazement, his sorrow, and his bot
Indignation grow apace.
(To be eonff11ucl)
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